Now that the federal \$8.3 billion appropriations bill has passed and been signed into law this month to stem the spread of the new coronavirus (COVID‐19), advocates are hoping some of that funding reaches one of this country\'s most vulnerable populations: the homeless.

"With the passage of the \$8.3 billion that the federal government passed to deal with the coronavirus, we have no guarantees any money is coming to help homeless people," Neli Vazquez Rowland, president and co‐founder of the Chicago‐based A Safe Haven, told *MHW*.

The 501 (c)(3) not‐for‐profit organization advocates for policy issues on mental health and behavioral health care, poverty, opioids, jobs and housing.

"We believe that community‐based homeless and behavioral health care programs serving our most vulnerable citizens should be treated on par with first responders of any kind," said Vazquez Rowland, who, along with her husband, Brian Rowland, founded A Safe Haven in 1994.

"We\'re very concerned about how the funding is going to be allocated to deal with the coronavirus," said Vazquez Rowland. "While we agree that we need to get funding committed to research, fast‐tracking drugs, and institutions and health care systems, such as hospitals and clinics, we also believe that money must come to the front lines to avert a catastrophic outbreak among the homeless populations and the providers who serve them."

Vazquez Rowland added, "\[The government\] is not realizing that our census is bigger than most hospitals. About 400 homeless people reside in our main A Safe Haven building, and as a 365/7/24 operation, we have over 100 employees too at one location alone."

Multidisciplinary team {#mhw32276-sec-0002}
======================

A multidisciplinary team of professionals and clinical psychologists is on staff, as well as drug treatment providers and educators. Programs and courses are offered in the GED, computers, and financial literacy.

Every year, A Safe Haven assists an average of over 1,000 formerly homeless people with barriers like criminal justice backgrounds and gaps in their résumé back into the workforce, said Vazquez Rowland.

Whether it\'s housing, transitional housing or a triage center, the agency provides what people need, including wraparound services unique to their needs, she said. "Our job is to assess and connect people with the right services, the right jobs and the right levels of housing," she said.

The homeless in Illinois are the most costly and frequent users of the most expensive level of care in the emergency health care system and account for more than half of Medicaid cost, said Vazquez Rowland.

Susceptible population {#mhw32276-sec-0003}
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"The homeless demographic is very susceptible to the coronavirus," said Vazquez Rowland. "O\'Hare is the largest and busiest international airport, and people travel using our public transportation system, where the homeless often find refuge and ride the trains throughout the day and night," she said.

The homeless are not likely to hit the ER at the first sign of the flu or call telehealth‐related services, Vasquez Rowland said. They would most likely come to a public space or to a homeless program to sleep and eat, she said. "If one homeless person become host of coronavirus they tend to congregate among others who might catch it and spread it," she said.

"A Safe Haven has always had a rigorous policy to protect us from any flu, virus or disease," Vazquez Rowland noted. "But we have no test kits to find out whether people we\'re serving have the coronavirus yet. It will take money and resources to get them."

Vazquez Rowland added, "In the meantime, we inform people about the basics, like handwashing and all of the other recommendations being made by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention for all of us to follow. The stakes are high, and it needs to be a public health mandate that the homeless are seen as a top priority, or we risk having a very high‐risk and hard‐to‐track population exposing all of us to the disease."

"We represent a demographic who rely on all of our voices," Vazquez Rowland said. "I hope to hear more of us using them to make sure that we are doing everything we can on our own to do our part to give and to ask government to include helping the least among us."
